do not help him to conceptualise. But they emphasis that one of the major tasks of psychiatry is to discover the relationships between what human beings perceive and what they do, and that everything that comes out of a man is the result, often highly distorted, of something that went in at some time during his life. We may think of the noise and distortion that occur as being the result of a twisted molecule or a twisted psyche but the concept of attempting to develop a 'describing function' for behaviour is the same.
There is another reason. Information Theory is the essence of the language that the machines use for communication. Since the first electronic computer went into action about a dozen years ago, a number of the simpler human capabilities have been imitated. The methods of problem-solving and so on used by man, may be quite different from those used by the computer but the input-output relationships can appear the same. If you can only read the tapes going into and emerging from a black box, you can only guess whether the box contains digital circuitry -or a man with a sliderule. Disorders of computer reasoning, especially in the second-generation adaptive computers, may suggest possible mechanisms in man. The enthusiasm and successes of the computer engineers reflect the advantages of a field where you design your systems and are not restricted to investigation and repair. It also reflects the billions of dollars poured into it. If the less fortunate behavioural scientists are to profit from the findings of their computer colleagues, they will have to learn something of their jargon.
The chief danger of the present volume is that it may dishearten the enquiring psychiatrist, who is usually aware of his mathematical weaknesses, to reject the whole subject as being too complicated for him to grapple with in his restricted reading time. I suggest that those with no knowledge of Information Theory first read some introductory book, such as Symbols, Signals and Noise by J. R In view of the considerable controversy now raging both in Canada and the United States over the use of hallucinogenic drugs, the publication of this book seems very timely. In 1961, the Royal Medical Psychological Association devoted one of its quarterly meetings to discussing the therapeutic use of hallucinogens. Neurophysiologists, pharmacologists, psychologists and several eminent laymen, as well as clinical psychiatrists, participated. This book is the result of their presentations. Most of the clinical papers concerned with the effects of LSD, mescaline, psyilocybine and phencyclidine, were delivered at that meeting. The book itself was broken down into chapters, six in all, under the following headings: (1) The Historical and Psychopharmacological Background, (2) Hallucinogenic Agents and Their General Application, (3) Techniques and Methodology, (4) The Use of Hallucinogens in Specific Conditions, (5) Clinical Observations and Phenomenological Interpretation, and (6) The Moral, Religious and Social Significance of Experience under Hallucinogenic Drugs. The last chapter could be omitted as it is completely non-scientific and is just concerned with lay people describing their experience under LSD, which really adds nothing to the scientific understanding of the use of these drugs. On the whole, the most interesting study appears to be the work of Bradley and Key who state that, both from the electophysiological and conditioning experiments with LSD, the drug has a site of action closely related to the neurophysiological mechanisms concerned with the filtering and integration of sensory information. They further suggest that the way in which this takes place is through an action selectively related to sensory influences on the diffuse systems of the brain and especially the arousal system at the brain stem level. Such influences probably reach the reticular formation through collateral branches from the lemniscal pathways, and the action of LSD could be related either to the collaterals themselves and the region of the brain stem in which they terminate or to the so called 'down stream' influences which the reticular formation is thought to exert on the sensory pathways. Throughout the book one can pick up little gems which lead us to a greater understanding of the action of hallucinogenic drugs. In discussing the effect of mescaline on human thinking, Peter McKellar states that this 'all or nothing' kind of thinking is very typical of mescaline and other forms of intoxication and he submits that sober realistic thought accepts a fairly wide scale of alternatives between the extremes of 'profound truth' and 'utter nonsense'. Part of the intellectual malfunctioning which occurs with mescaline appears to involve a weakening of the ability to inhibit irrelevant side associations. It is upon such an inhibition that normal reasoning depends. The criticism one can offer of the studies here is the fact that not one of the authors appeared to get involved in studying the specific effect of LSD. There would appear to be too much emphasis on first hand reports and uncontrolled observations. None of the presenting authors appeared to have made any attempt to do an adequate follow-up and appear to do all their reporting on a rather subjective basis. Most authors do appear to be busily engaged in attempting to validate their own theoretical premises in the use of these drugs, rather than giving us an objective evaluation.
The problem of dosage is not discussed here. Throughout the book we get vague references of dangers of the uses of these drugs. Here and there it is reported that psychosis and suicide have occurred. No figures are presented. No attempt is made to state how frequently psychotic reactions occur in the course of treatment and are they reversible? Is there a risk of addiction? This is not discussed. There is no doubt that from the papers presented, that most authors believe that, for instance, LSD may exert profound effects on some neurotic patients and bring about a clinical improvement. However there is no attempt to classify the type of patients who benefit most from the use of these drugs. It is also uncertain whether the drugs produce improvement by the release of unconscious material as Dr. Sandison maintains, or . whether they act mainly by heightening suggestibility and strengthening transference relationships. There is, however, a fairly good, rather inconclusive discussion of this question in the book. Unfortunately, the number of cases presented in the various papers are very small. It is really impossible to draw a conclusion from the various papers as to the efficacy of the use of these drugs. This is really the first attempt to present the use of these drugs to the medical profession. There is no doubt that our knowledge of their use at the present moment is not particularly good and that adequate research must be carried out before a final decision can be made as to the role these drugs will play in our therapeutic armamentarium. Disasters can occur with these drugs and they should not be given indiscriminately. It is agreed that LSD may exert profound effects on some neurotic patients and on alcoholics, and bring about clinical improvement. However, careful selection of cases with 'adequate research investigation must be carried out before a final decision can be made.
Taking this book on the whole, it is well worth reading and I would recommend it to all clinical psychiatrists. P. O. O'REILLY, M.D. Moose Jaw, Sask.
